Grounded in theoretical debates about hospitality and cosmopolitanism, Shemak examines the challenges of seeking asylum both in the region as well as the United States. While rooted in Caribbean Studies, the inclusion of Central American narratives makes the project comprehensively hemispheric in content and conceptualization. An additional conceptual strength is her attention to the sea-how "[c]oast guard ships, refugee boats, rafts and cargo ships become sites of New World refugee experience of inhospitality" (22) . Complicating the boundness of territories, the sea highlights instead the elusiveness of waterways in terms of who has jurisdiction over the stateless bodies of the refugees. Each chapter carefully details the operational biases of US foreign policy throughout the hemisphere, which creates the conditions that lead to seeking asylum, to reveal a long history of an inhospitable US state.
Asylum Speakers is especially concerned with how testimony operates in fictional texts and well as in public discourse. Shemak analyzes in acute details governmental-structures, such as congressional hearings, that administer human rights. Under these conditions, the importance of language-both one's acquisition and performance of it-emerge as a paramount in giving testimony. Despite obstacles such as "trauma, memory, cultural differences, translation, and political ideologies," Shemak notes "those seeking asylum must become eloquent, persuasive speakers" (3). Particularly in such performances, the refugee's paradoxical role as native informant emerges since she has to perform persuasive narratives that construct the homeland as an uninhabitable and dangerous place while simultaneously gesturing to the democratic freedoms granted on US soil. Haitians, especially young infants at sea. Thus even though many will be sent back to Haiti, the photograph seizes on a humanitarian moment of rescuing these black bodies on the perilous seas.
Interesting too, that in many of the pictures with young children, the adults are cropped outframing the black children as orphaned with only white US state intervention. Caribbeanists will be familiar with the books explored in the early chapters, but chapter 4's reading of Francisco Goldman's novel, The Ordinary Seaman, will be a welcomed introduction. Set aboard a ship docked in Brooklyn, the novel engages the tenuous legal status of refugee seaman from Nicaguara, Honduras, and Guatemala. If in earlier chapters Shemak explores interdiction at sea, she now examines what happens when a ship docks in a territorial port, where it has no governance. How is it that those laborers become illegal within a matter of days? And, how do they navigate the city and learn the proper and most convincing tales to craft in order to gain asylum? In the midst of a Central American diasporic immigrant community in Brooklyn, we see refugees finding home and solidarity: "The refugees become most effective asylum speakers when they communicate with each other and form new solidarities that help to create a diasporan community outside the native space" (206). This chapter, in particular, offers a sobering counter balance to Atlantic studies scholarship that casts the sea as simply an extranational space for the gathering of radical ideas. The book closes with the author's powerful reflection about having written a book largely on the plight of Haitian refugees as she watches the unfolding events following the 2010 Earthquake in Haiti, which left millions more Haitians seeking asylum. Herein marks both the book's timeliness and timelessness. Opening the fields of US American Studies, Caribbean literary and cultural studies to include various New World locations, Asylum Speakers compels a practice of diaspora that attends to the nuances of those seeking political, as well as economic asylum. The depth of Shemak's research and analysis provides keen insights, as well as key conceptual frames, for grappling with the complexities of our present moment.
